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The fourth attempt to enshrine the
protection of animals in the
German constitution looks likely to
succeed as one of a number of
recent moves in Europe changing
the outlook for research.
Paragraph 20a of the German
constitution imposes on the state
the duty to protect the natural
resources and the environment.
Before the end of May, this
paragraph is likely to grow by
three words in length, and it will
then demand the protection of the
environment ‘and of animals’. All
parties in parliament and a vast
majority of the electorate now
support this move, which looks
certain to get the required two
thirds of the votes in both houses
of parliament.
So universal is the consensus
that it is difficult to find even
traces of debate in the media. And
yet, three previous attempts
launched in 1994, 1997, and 2000,
failed to win over the
conservatives of the CDU/CSU.
Ironically, it was a court decision
in favour of islamic slaughtering
procedures which now led to the
U-turn of the conservatives. In
January, the constitutional court
at Karlsruhe ruled that — within
strict regulations — the islamic
practice of slaughtering animals
without stunning should be
allowed, as the constitution
protects the freedom of religious
practices.
Following this decision, animal
rights activists relaunched their
campaign to include the
protection of animals in the
constitution, arguing that the court
would have ruled differently if both
of the conflicting interests had
been constitutionally protected.
CSU chairman Edmund Stoiber,
who is set to challenge Gerhard
Schröder in the September
elections, took notice and
persuaded the conservative
leadership to support the animal
rights move. The minister for
consumer affairs, nutrition and
agriculture, Renate Künast, now
believes that the constitution will
probably be changed in May, and
definitely before the general
elections.
What will the consequences be
for research with animals?
Although there will be no
immediate change in practical
aspects, future legislation and
court cases will operate on a
different legal background. Until
now, the situation was in favour of
research in a similar way as in the
above cited court case over
religious slaughtering practices.
As the freedom of research (like
the freedom of religion) is
guaranteed by the constitution,
while the prevention of cruelty to
animals is based ‘only’ on federal
law, the interests of researchers
automatically ranked higher if any
arguments came to the
constitutional court. In the future,
the benefits of the research in
question and the threat to 
animal protection will be
examined more closely in court.
On the other hand, it is still
possible to build roads and
factories, even though paragraph
20a pledges the protection of the
environment. Similarly, animal
experiments with a sound
Backing off: The Dutch government has
decided to close down the Biomedical
Research Centre near the Hague, which
is the last centre in the European Union
to use chimpanzees. The centre is now
looking for homes for around 100 apes
currently based at the centre. In other
moves, the European Union is proposing
a massive programme of animal experi-
ments to test a range of chemicals in
common use but under suspicion.
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scientific reasoning will still be
possible as they are now.
Animal rights campaigners,
however, may feel encouraged to
seek court decisions more often
than they have in the past, and
they may find ample opportunities
to throw their spanners in the
works. Throughout Europe the use
of animals in research, which
affects more than 10 million
warm-blooded vertebrates per
year, remains controversial. While
the European Union has launched
several initiatives to further the
use of alternative approaches to
replace animal experiments, real
progress in this field is still very
slow. On the other hand, a recent
controversial EU proposal to test
the toxicity of some 30,000
chemicals (which are already in
general use but under suspicion
of affecting people’s health) would
imply the sacrifice of around 50
million animals.
Typically, most of these will be
rodents or rabbits, animals which
don’t garner as much sympathy
as cats, dogs, and apes.
Chimpanzees, our closest living
relatives, have come to be
regarded as the most
controversial experimental
animals. The Dutch government
has recently yielded to the
pressure of campaigners and
decided to close down the
Biomedical Primate Research
Centre near the Hague, which was
the last facility in the EU to use
chimps. The centre is now looking
for retirement homes for around
100 surviving apes, while
campaigners are up in arms to
stop the centre’s very last
experiment which would involve
six healthy young chimps being
infected with hepatitis C later 
this year.
More and more often,
researchers find that their
argument of using these animals
‘because they are similar to
ourselves’ turns into an own-goal,
as campaigners want the apes to
be protected for exactly the same
reason. Some extreme
proponents have even called for
human rights to be extended to
chimps, on the grounds that they
have the intelligence of human
pre-school children. On this
background, animal researchers
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will be relieved to learn that the
constitutional move in Germany
keeps the animals well away from
the first part of the constitution
which is about human rights. 
They end up in the rather boring
second part which defines the
relationship between the
federation and the states (Länder).
Paragraph 20a is a patch that was
glued onto this section (hence the
numbering - the original
paragraphs don’t have a letter) in
order to pacify the 80s
environmentalists. While there is a
growing consensus that we
should learn how to do research
with less animal suffering, the
three extra words in the German
constitution will probably mark no
more than a small step in this
direction.
Michael Gross is a Science Writer in
Residence at the School of
Crystallography, Birkbeck College,
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www.michaelgross.co.uk
Nigel Williams looks at new
dental revelations from one of the
most curious rodents.
The naked mole rat, an
extraordinary animal that has
diverged dramatically in lifestyle
and looks from other closely
related rodent species, lives a life
in east Africa almost totally
underground in a social system
more reminiscent of ants or
termites, than mammals. The
animals present a fascinating
subject for evolutionary studies
given their close links with the
laboratory rat and other species.
Two researchers were curious
to find out how much the mole
rat’s brain has evolved alongside
these morphological and
behavioral changes. Their studies
indeed show that cortical
organization has matched
morphological and behavioural
changes but they also made a
remarkable discovery: a mole rat’s
brain is very much linked to its
teeth. (Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci.
U.S.A. (2002) 99, 5692–5697).
The mole rat colony structure
comprises morphological castes,
division of labour, and a single
breeding female or ‘queen’.
Colony members are closely
related and comprise up to 80 or
more individuals. The queen
produces around four litters per
year comprising 10 or so pups.
Their distinctive anatomical traits
include reduced eyes with very
poor vision, small ears with a
hearing range restricted primarily
to low frequencies that travel
easiest through soil and unique
rows of sensory hairs covering
their otherwise hairless bodies
which help them navigate the
tunnel systems in the dark.
But the hallmark specialization
of mole rats is the enlarged
incisors that are permanently
exposed outside the mouth. These
teeth play an important role in the
daily lives of the mole-rat worker
caste and it has been reported 25
per cent of the total musculature is
devoted to the jaws. 
Kenneth Catania and Michael
Remple in the department of
biological sciences at Vanderbilt
University, Nashville, began their
studies on brain organization by a
close look at some of the animals’
behaviour. They filmed mole rats
manipulating wooden sticks and
chewing through obstructions in a
Plexiglas tunnel system built in
the laboratory. Their analysis of
Toothing it
Sensory matters: New research sug-
gests that mole rats derive a substantial
amount of information from their teeth.
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